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Introduction
The Comoros archipelago, a constellation of volcanic isles set adrift in the shimmering
waters of the Indian Ocean, has long been a crossroads of peoples, cultures, and
histories. Lying at the northern entrance of the Mozambique Channel between
Madagascar and the African mainland, the Comoros has, for more than a millennium,
absorbed the influences of Africa, Arabia, the Indian Ocean world, and Europe. This
unique confluence has forged a heritage as rich and complex as the swirling currents
that embrace its shores.

This book, A History of Comoros, seeks to illuminate the layers of this nation’s past:
from its mysterious early settlement, through periods of intensive migration and the
rule of sultanates, to its encounters with colonial empires and the persistent struggles
of the modern era. The story of the Comoros is not merely that of an island nation, but
of a meeting point—a place where Bantu, Austronesian, Arab, Persian, and European
contributions have intertwined to shape the culture, society, and politics of the islands.
The resulting mosaic is distinctive, nuanced, and often misunderstood.

Despite its small size and limited resources, the Comoros has played an outsized role
in regional dynamics due to its maritime position and the vibrancy of its communities.
The islands’ histories of sultanate rule, frequent rivalries, and shifting allegiances set
the stage for centuries marked by both connection and contestation. Trade and
religion transformed Comorian society, bringing prosperity and internal division in
equal measure. The later arrival of European colonial powers—especially the
French—imposed new structures and inequalities that have left deep and lasting
marks.

Independence in the latter half of the twentieth century did not bring an easy peace.
Instead, the Comoros has experienced dramatic cycles of instability: a procession of
coups, turbulent experiments with democracy, and persistent disputes over the island
of Mayotte. Each episode, painful as it has been, forms part of the ongoing process
through which the Comorian people have sought to construct a national identity,
secure political stability, and balance tradition and innovation.

Amid these challenges, the resilient spirit of the Comorian people endures. Their
vibrant culture—expressed through language, religious practice, kinship structures,
art, and communal festivities—remains a cornerstone of daily life and a source of
pride. While external influences have shaped and sometimes destabilized the islands,
local adaptations and creativity have given rise to a distinctive sense of self, reflected
in music, oral literature, crafts, and social customs that persist and evolve.
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This volume invites readers to explore the many facets of Comorian history across
twenty-five chapters. Whether your interest lies in the archaeology of early
settlement, the dramatic politics of the twentieth century, or the daily lives and rich
traditions of the islands’ inhabitants, the history of Comoros offers a fascinating lens
through which to appreciate the dynamism of the Indian Ocean world and the
enduring quest for identity and self-determination.
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CHAPTER ONE: The Islands Unveiled: Geography and
Natural Environment
The Union of the Comoros, or officially the Union of the Comoros, is an archipelago
nation nestled in the western Indian Ocean. Its strategic position lies at the northern
end of the Mozambique Channel, the narrow stretch of water separating the island of
Madagascar from the southeastern coast of the African continent. This location has
profoundly influenced the islands' history, making them a vital waypoint for trade and
migration across the Indian Ocean for centuries. Situated roughly halfway between the
coast of Mozambique and the northern tip of Madagascar, the islands occupy a unique
geographical space.

The archipelago consists of four main islands aligned roughly on a northwest-
southeast axis: Grande Comore (known locally as Ngazidja), Mohéli (Mwali), Anjouan
(Ndzuwani), and Mayotte (Maore). While the first three constitute the independent
Union of the Comoros, Mayotte remains a territorial collectivity, and since 2011, an
overseas department and region of France, a situation that continues to be a point of
contention. Despite the political separation, geographically and historically, the four
islands form a cohesive group, sharing common origins and, largely, a shared cultural
heritage.

Geologically, the Comoros islands are volcanic in origin, born from eruptions on the
ocean floor over millions of years. Each island represents a distinct volcanic mass that
has risen above the surface of the sea. This shared genesis results in landscapes
dominated by volcanic peaks, fertile slopes, and sometimes dramatic coastlines. The
varying ages of the islands contribute to their distinct topographical features, from the
actively erupting giant of Grande Comore to the older, more eroded forms of Anjouan
and Mohéli.

Grande Comore, the largest and westernmost island, is dominated by the imposing
presence of Mount Karthala. Reaching an elevation of 2,361 meters (7,746 feet) above
sea level, Karthala is one of the world's largest active shield volcanoes. Its massive
caldera, roughly 3 to 4 kilometers (1.9 to 2.5 miles) in diameter, is a striking geological
feature. The volcano remains active, with notable eruptions occurring periodically
throughout history, shaping the landscape with relatively recent lava flows that
cascade down its flanks towards the coast.

The volcanic activity of Karthala has created a landscape characterized by steep upper
slopes, more gentle lower slopes, and coastal plains formed by accumulated ash and
weathered lava. While the volcano's activity provides fertile soil for agriculture, it also
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poses a natural hazard to the island's inhabitants. The coastline of Grande Comore
features rocky shores interspersed with stretches of sandy beaches, particularly on the
western and southern sides. The capital city, Moroni, is located on the western coast,
nestled at the foot of Karthala.

Anjouan, situated southeast of Grande Comore, is the second largest island and
arguably the most picturesque, known for its lush, verdant landscapes. It is older than
Grande Comore, and its volcanic peaks are more eroded and deeply dissected by
rivers and streams. The highest point is Mount Ntingui, rising to 1,595 meters (5,233
feet). The mountainous interior gives way to narrower coastal plains than those found
on Grande Comore.

Anjouan's rugged topography means that flat land is scarce, concentrating settlement
in coastal areas and fertile valleys. The numerous streams and waterfalls fed by
rainfall on the mountains provide a reliable source of fresh water, a resource less
abundant on the porous volcanic rock of Grande Comore. The island's coastline
features a mix of rocky shores and small coves, with limited barrier reefs compared to
Mayotte.

Mohéli, the smallest and oldest of the four main islands, lies south of Anjouan. Its
terrain is less dramatic than its northern neighbors, featuring rolling hills and lower
peaks, with the highest point reaching just 790 meters (2,592 feet). This older age has
allowed for greater erosion and the development of more extensive plains, particularly
along the southern coast.

Mohéli is particularly notable for its marine environment. It possesses a large and well-
developed fringing reef and barrier reef system that encloses an extensive lagoon,
especially on its southern side. This lagoon and the surrounding waters are rich in
marine biodiversity, providing crucial habitats for species like sea turtles, dolphins,
and various fish and coral species. Several small islets, including the Choazil islands,
are located within or just outside the lagoon.

Mayotte, positioned southeast of Mohéli, is geographically part of the Comoro
archipelago but has followed a distinct political path. Like the other islands, it is
volcanic, though its volcanic activity ceased much longer ago, resulting in a deeply
eroded landscape. The highest points are Mont Bénara (660 meters) and Mont
Choungui (594 meters), both prominent volcanic cones.

Mayotte is unique among the Comoros for possessing one of the largest and most
beautiful lagoons in the world, enclosed by an extensive barrier reef that stretches
over 150 kilometers. This immense lagoon is home to diverse marine life and has
significant ecological importance. The island's coastline features numerous bays,
inlets, and islets within the lagoon, contributing to its intricate geography.
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The climate of the Comoros archipelago is tropical maritime, characterized by two
distinct seasons shaped by the monsoon winds. The hot and rainy season, known
locally as kashkazi, typically runs from November to April. During this period,
temperatures are higher, humidity is elevated, and the islands receive the bulk of their
annual rainfall, often accompanied by tropical storms and, occasionally, cyclones. This
is the time when the landscape is at its most verdant.

Following the hot and rainy season is the cooler and drier season, the kusi, which lasts
from May to October. During these months, temperatures are milder, humidity is
lower, and rainfall is significantly reduced. The prevailing winds shift, offering a respite
from the heat. This period is often considered the most pleasant time of year, with
clear skies and calmer seas, although it can also be a time of water scarcity in areas
without perennial streams.

The islands' tropical climate, combined with fertile volcanic soils, supports a diverse
range of vegetation, though much of the original forest cover has been cleared for
agriculture. The remaining forests are found primarily on the slopes of the higher
mountains. These forests host a variety of plant species, many of which are endemic
to the islands. Coastal areas feature mangrove forests, particularly in protected bays
and lagoons like those found on Mohéli and Mayotte.

The Comoros are part of the Madagascar and Indian Ocean Islands biodiversity
hotspot, meaning they are home to a significant number of endemic species under
threat. The terrestrial fauna includes several unique species of birds, bats, and
reptiles. The Livingstone's fruit bat (Pteropus livingstonii), one of the largest bats in
the world, is critically endangered and found only in the forests of Grande Comore and
Anjouan. The islands also host unique lemur species on Mayotte.

The marine environment surrounding the islands is particularly rich. The coral reefs
and lagoons provide critical habitats for a vast array of fish, invertebrates, and marine
mammals. Sea turtles, including green turtles and hawksbill turtles, nest on Comorian
beaches, particularly those of Mohéli. Dolphins and whales, including humpback
whales during their migratory season, are also frequently seen in the waters around
the archipelago. The protection of these marine ecosystems is vital for the biodiversity
of the western Indian Ocean.

The geography of the Comoros has always presented both opportunities and
challenges for its inhabitants. The fertile volcanic soils support agriculture, allowing for
the cultivation of a variety of crops, including staple foods and high-value cash crops.
The surrounding ocean provides a bounty of marine resources, supporting fishing
communities and historically facilitating maritime trade.

However, the volcanic nature of the islands also means that fresh surface water can
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be scarce on some islands, particularly Grande Comore, where rainwater quickly
percolates through the porous lava rock. Communication and travel between the
islands have historically been dependent on sea transport, subject to the whims of
weather and currents. The rugged interior of the larger islands has often made inland
travel difficult, concentrating populations along the coasts.

Despite their small size, the islands exhibit surprising geographical diversity. From the
active volcanic peak of Karthala looming over Grande Comore to the deeply eroded
peaks and abundant streams of Anjouan, the rolling hills and extensive lagoon of
Mohéli, and the magnificent barrier reef of Mayotte, each island possesses its own
distinct character shaped by its geological history and environmental features.

This physical setting—tropical, volcanic, island-bound, and strategically located—forms
the fundamental stage upon which the long and complex history of the Comoros has
unfolded. The interaction between human settlement and this dynamic natural
environment has been a constant theme throughout the centuries, influencing
patterns of life, economic activities, and the very nature of the societies that have
called these islands home.
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